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Within the period of a few days in October, the leader of Colombia's main leftist party was
assassinated, the country's best known sculptor was kidnapped and several prominent writers
and artists were forced into exile by death threats. In addition, a bomb damaged the Defense
Ministry in Bogota, 16 people were killed one afternoon by feuding emerald-smuggling rings,
and gunmen of the left and right added several dozen to the estimated 1,200 political killings in
Colombia so far this year. Many Colombians blame the government for the breakdown of law and
order and complain that President Virgilio Barco Vargas has failed to provide strong leadership.
It is also recognized that, while Colombia is in no imminent danger of being taken over by leftist
or rightist extremists, uncontrolled violence is seriously undermining the country's democratic
institutions. More fundamental than the immediate reaction of excoriating the government, is a
sense of powerlessness. Violence affects some regions and social groups more than others, yet
no one seems to really know what is going on, who is responsible and what should be done. A
leading newspaper columnist, Enrique Santos Calderon, told the New York Times: "The population
is perplexed. People ask, `Why is this happening?' and `Who wants to destabilize the country?'
and then they answer according to their intuitions and passions." A respected former Foreign
Minister, Alfredo Vazquez Carrizosa, complained that Colombia had "an executive branch that
doesn't decide, a Congress that doesn't legislate and a judiciary that doesn't apply the law." Even
the Defense Minister, Gen. Samudio, has warned that "a demented society is leading the country
to anarchy and chaos," while an influential former president, Carlos Lleras Restrepo, said he could
remember "no moment of such anguish for Colombia." Trends nonetheless exist. While at different
times this year violence has come principally from leftist guerrillas and narcotics traffickers, there is
now strong evidence that extreme rightists are waging a "dirty war" against non- violent leftists. The
Oct. 11 killing of leftist Patriotic Union leader Jaime Pardo Leal served as the catalyst for the latest
soul-searching, but it was hardly an isolated incident. Over the last 18 months, close to 500 other
party members have been killed. Death threats sent out to a number of priests, academics, lawyers,
journalists and artists have in turn spread terror to groups outside the Patriotic Union. Several
of those threatened have denounced the rightist campaign. But in other cases, the motive was
unclear. For many Colombians, in fact, the severity of the crisis became apparent only when they
learned that many prominent people among them, the actress Vicki Hernandez, the musician Sergio
Acevedo and the journalist Daniel Samper Pizano had fled the country. Yet while the leadership,
structure and activities of the country's leftist guerrilla groups are well known, no one has so far
been able to identify the members of what is apparently an active and well-organized extreme right.
There is well-documented evidence of the direct participation of some army officers in rightist
death squads. Before he was killed, Pardo asked the Attorney General's Office to investigate several
officers who, he said, were involved in killings. Despite chants at Pardo's funeral accusing the
Defense Minister, Gen. Rafael Samudio Molina, of responsibility for his death, to date there is no
proof that the army as an institution has adopted "dirty war" tactics. The Patriotic Union contends
that in many troubled regions, the extreme right includes cattle ranchers, narcotics traffickers and
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rightist politicians as well as army officers. Yet those who are coordinating what leftists call the
"extermination campaign" at a national level have not been identified. Bernardo Jaramillo Ossa, the
33-year-old lawyer who succeeded Pardo as head of the Patriotic Union, said the extreme right's
objectives at least are clear. "It wants to drive us to abandon the democratic struggle, to make us
boycott next March's municipal elections," he said. "We're not going to give it that pleasure."
Many politicians in fact specifically link the latest wave of violence to the elections, scheduled for
March 13, because for the first time in this country's history mayors will be elected rather than
appointed by the central government. Thus, where the Patriotic Union might win, it is coming
under attack. While some analysts warn that Colombia is sliding irrevocably toward the kind of
chaotic polarization that has convulsed El Salvador in recent years, this country's crisis escapes
easy stereotyping. The economy, for example, is growing strongly. The battle lines between the
left and right are not clearly defined; many conservatives are anxious to dissociate themselves
from the extreme right and some leftists are openly critical of guerrilla tactics. And while violence
in Central America is mainly political, things in Colombia are complicated enormously for many
reasons. The kidnapping in October of the sculptor, Rodrigo Arenas Betancourt, was a case in
point. He was grabbed in Medellin, a city where leftist guerrillas, narcotic traffickers, paramilitary
gangs and common criminals all operate with apparent impunity. None took responsibility for the
crime. There were more than 11,000 homicides in Colombia last year, or a per-capita rate almost
five times higher than the rate in the US. Many killings are attributed to personal vendettas and
crimes of passion, particularly since even minor disputes are routinely settled with firearms. Further,
violence has undergone a qualitative change in the 1980s with the introduction by major cocaine
traffickers of the paid assassin, invariably a young man in his late teens or early 20's who has been
specially trained to kill. Known locally as "sicarios," these gunmen over the last three years have
killed a Justice Minister, some 50 judges and more than a dozen journalists who dared challenge
the power of the billionaire drug barons who form the so-called Medellin Cartel. Since mid-1987,
when terrorized judges and politicians finally abandoned efforts to either jail major traffickers or
extradite them to the US, drug-related violence has sharply diminished. "The drug bosses now feel
relaxed," one foreign narcotics expert said. "They don't need to kill anyone because they have gotten
their way." In the process of intimidating society, the drug mobsters have effectively destroyed
Colombia's system of justice, which now seems incapable of confronting an array of other criminal
or paramilitary groups. The mobsters' legacy also includes assassins, now underemployed, who will
kill for as little as $70 a victim. The government announced in the second week of October that 403
"sicarios" had been arrested and another 38 killed in gun battles since 1984, yet others have quickly
taken their place. A consequence of this insecurity is that many senior officials and politicians now
drive in bulletproof cars accompanied by heavily armed guards. The security police force, which is
roughly equivalent to the FBI, is forced to assign 70% of its 2,000 agents to personal protection, and
has few men available for investigative work. In September, Minister of Government Cesar Gaviria
stunned Congress by providing a list of 138 paramilitary groups that are active in the country. But
he could offer little hope that they would soon be dismantled. Some are believed to be gangs of
criminals and assassins. Others are so-called self-defense groups formed by cattle ranchers with
army encouragement to combat rural guerrillas. A few, such as the Colombian Anti-Communist
Association and Death to Revolutionaries, appear to be rightist bands. But the list also included
groups named Rambo, Terminator, Love for Medellin and the Clean-up Squad of Cali, which have
taken responsibility for killing several hundred homosexuals, transvestites and petty criminals over
the last year. The culture of violence is deeply ingrained in Colombia. Throughout the 19th century
and again during a period known as La Violencia between 1948 and 1954, when some 300,000
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people died, it pitted Liberals against Conservatives. The two parties made peace in 1958, but then
the partisan struggle gave way to ideological warfare as new leftist guerrillas appeared. First in
the countryside and later also in cities, rebels carried out attacks on police and army units and
financed themselves through kidnappings and extortion. The armed forces, in turn, were frequently
accused of killing innocent peasants and of torturing suspected guerrillas. After the country had
been under a state of siege for more than 30 years, with the suspension of many constitutional
rights, a consensus began to emerge that neither side could win a military victory. When he took
office in 1982, President Belisario Betancur therefore decided to gamble on negotiations with the
rebels. When cease-fires were finally signed with the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces
(FARC), and three other groups in 1984, the guerrillas were not required to surrender their weapons.
Theoretically, at least, the way was opened for them to take part in politics. Within a year, however,
all but the FARC had resumed guerrilla warfare. The April 19 Movement (M-19), for example, said
the government had broken its promise to carry out social and economic changes. The government
said the rebels had used the truce to recruit and re-arm. By early 1986, political violence was as
widespread as ever. The FARC, the largest rebel force with some 6,000 men spread over 38 fronts,
persevered in the cease-fire. In alliance with the Communist Party, it formed the Patriotic Union,
which won 14 seats in Congress in elections last year. Thus even in an atmosphere of violence,
the Patriotic Union demonstrated that political participation was possible. But its very success
immediately converted its leaders into targets for assassination, particularly in regions where it
expects to do well in municipal elections next March. The crisis touched off by Jaime Pardo's killing,
therefore, not only focused attention on the murder campaign against the Patriotic Union, but also
prompted different political groups to urge the government to resume the peace process with other
guerrilla groups. Many politicians of both the left and the right believe that only peace talks can
keep Colombia from sliding into a more open civil war. The Roman Catholic Church has offered to
mediate, while both the Patriotic Union and the opposition Social Conservative Party have called for
negotiations. (Basic data from NEW YORK TIMES, 10/31/87)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

